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Summary: In Australia approximately 3.5% of the working population 
is employed in apprenticeships and their newer counterparts 
traineeships (both of these are combined under the title of Australian 
Apprenticeships). While apprenticeships were originally intended for 
young school-leavers they are now open to people of all ages and to 
part-time as well as full-time workers. The huge growth in numbers, 
over 300% since the mid-1990s, has been the result of very conscious 
planning and financial investment by the Australian government. This 
paper, using data drawn from a series of research projects, analyses 
the different agencies that help to promote and manage the 
apprenticeship system. The paper points out both positive and 
negative effects of the large numbers of agencies involved.  
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Introduction 
In Australia the institution of apprenticeship is currently very strong. This is in 
contrast to other countries such as the UK and Germany, where the institution has 
experienced difficulties because of economic recession and other reasons. Twenty 
years ago apprenticeships in Australia were confined to a defined number of 
occupations, mainly male manual workers, but the advent of traineeships (which are 
included with traditional apprenticeships under the broad umbrella term ‘Australian 
apprenticeships’) has expanded both the numbers of apprentices and the types of 
jobs which have contracted training associated with them. This ‘success story’ has 
been the product of very conscious planning by the federal government including the 
introduction of new agencies to promote apprenticeships and manage their quality. 
These agencies sit alongside pre-existing organisations and mechanisms at the 
federal and state level. 
This paper uses the findings from some recent research projects undertaken by 
the author and colleagues during the past five years (Smith, Pickersgill, Smith & 
Rushbrook, 2005; Dumbrell & Smith, 2007; Hood, Fung, Smith, Bush & Ride, 2007; 
Smith, Comyn, Smith & Brennan Kemmis, in progress) to examine the role and 
function of the agencies that deal with apprenticeships in Australia. A critical 
approach will be taken: while the success of these agencies will be described, some 
problems will also be examined. 
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Overview of the Australian apprenticeship system 
In Australia the apprenticeship system involving three or four year contracts of 
training in the traditional trades has existed since first settlement by Europeans. In 
1985, short, one and two year traineeships (Kirby 1985) were introduced. Although 
Australian employers were slow to take up traineeships, the number of trainees rose 
quickly from 1995 as the federal government focused on marketing traineeships to 
employers. Traineeships expanded into many occupational areas that had not 
previously supported contacted training such as retail, tourism and hospitality 
(Robinson 2001). In 1997 the traditional apprenticeship and the traineeship systems 
were brought together under the umbrella of the New Apprenticeship, now called 
Australian Apprenticeship, system, although in common usage they are usually 
referred to separately (Dumbrell & Smith 2007). The numbers of Australian 
Apprenticeships escalated dramatically from about 120,000 in 1995 to over 400,000 
by 2003, fuelled mainly by traineeship growth. Around 35 per cent are four-year 
apprentices in traditional trade areas whilst the remainder were trainees (NCVER 
2004). The ‘new’ occupational areas tend to be where employment growth is 
occurring; the development of Training Packages – national sets of competency 
standards - for these occupational areas also stimulated growth. Completion rates 
remain high for traditional apprenticeships at about 75 per cent whilst traineeship 
completion rates are lower at about 55 per cent (Robinson 2001). 
All apprenticeships and traineeships carry with them a formal qualification, usually 
at Certificate III level or higher. The curriculum for qualifications for apprenticeships 
and traineeships consists of units of competency taken from the sets of competency 
standards in national Training Packages (Smith & Keating 2003). In general, 
apprentices attend a TAFE college (Technical & Further Education – the public 
providers) or a private training provider for one day a week or in block periods, for 
two or three years. Trainees may also attend college in this way, but it is becoming 
increasingly common for trainees to be trained 100% on the job. However, even in 
the latter case a training provider (known as a Registered Training Organisation or 
RTO) must oversee the training and is responsible for the assessment and the award 
of the qualification. There is not usually any regulation associated with the on the job 
training provided by the employer. 
The proportion of workers in Australian Apprenticeships represents 3.5 per cent of 
the working age population, one of the highest rates of contracted training in the 
developed world (Walters 2003). This favourable picture is in part related to the 
strong Australian economy, which has an unemployment rate of only about 4% and 
indeed in some geographical areas such as Western Australia and Queensland 
exhibiting a severe labour shortage. However the high proportion of workers in 
apprenticeships is also the result of very deliberate government policies over the past 
twenty years. These have included the widening of apprenticeship opportunities to 
part-time and to mature aged workers, and the availability of state government 
funding for off-the-job training by private RTOs as well as by the public provider, 
TAFE (Smith & Keating 2003). This process, whereby employers, in conjunction 
supposedly with the apprentice himself or herself, are able to select the RTO of their 
choice, is known as ‘user choice’. The availability of such funds to private training 
providers has enabled massive expansion in areas such as retail and aged care, 
where TAFE would not have been able to meet the demand because TAFE colleges 
did not have departments dealing with these occupations. In addition to these 
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policies, the growth of new bodies to manage apprenticeships has been important 
and is the subject of this paper. 
Government bodies that look after apprenticeships 
There are a number of regulatory arrangements associated with Australian 
apprenticeships. Contracts of training must be signed by employers, by employees 
(and by parents where the employees are aged under 18) and by the training 
provider (RTO). The contracts are registered with the State or Territory Training 
Authority. Employment incentives are supplied by the federal government on 
commencement and completion, and off-the-job training is funded by the State 
Training Authority. State Training Authorities and the federal government alike 
maintain regional and local offices where staff work to promote apprenticeships and, 
very importantly, to manage the quality of apprenticeships. Complaints from 
apprentices and sometimes their parents are handled by local offices of State 
Training Authorities. In addition to these long-established processes, apprenticeships 
are now promoted through school education systems (which in Australia are 
managed by state governments) because apprenticeships can be commenced on a 
part-time basis while students are still at school. Such arrangements have led to the 
establishment of new departments within State School Education Offices as well as 
to a  large demand for school teachers that are qualified to teach vocational 
qualifications. 
There have been a number of quality problems associated with the rapid growth of 
the apprenticeship and traineeship system in Australia (Schofield 1999). These have 
been partially addressed by new policies such as the introduction of the Australian 
Quality Training Framework (AQTF) which aims to ensure good quality training in 
TAFE and RTOs by regulating the registration of training providers and the delivery of 
training (Smith & Keating 2003). The AQTF is responsible for the quality of all 
vocational qualifications not just those associated with Australian apprenticeships. 
State Training Authorities are responsible for maintaining the AQTF within their 
states. Other initiatives introduced to address quality have included the weighting of 
employment incentives towards completion of apprenticeships. 
In November 2007 the Howard Liberal government that had been in power for 11 
years was voted out of office in favour of the Australian Labor Party led by Kevin 
Rudd. Under the Howard government VET was managed by the federal department 
DEST the Department of Education, Science and Training. Control over VET had 
been increasingly centralised under DEST; for example the Australia National 
Training Authority which had been in existence since 1994 overseeing the VET 
system (Smith & Keating 2003) was abolished in 2005 and its functions brought 
under DEST or bodies overseen by DEST. Under the new Rudd government VET is 
contained within a very large ministry (Department of Employment, Education and 
Workplace Relations or DEEWoR) that also includes employment and industrial 
relations. It is yet to be seen what this may mean for apprenticeships. 
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Funded agencies that look after apprenticeships 
There are two sets of agencies that directly contribute to the apprentice system 
and a number of others that make an indirect contribution. The two direct contributors 
are group training organisations (GTOs) formerly known as group training companies 
(GTCs) and Australian Apprenticeship Centres (AACs) formerly known as New 
Apprenticeship Centres (NACs). 
Group training organisations act as employers of apprentices, ‘leasing them out’ 
to companies and thereby relieving companies both of the risk of taking on an 
apprentices for a lengthy period and of the paperwork associated with employing an 
apprentice (Dumbrell & Smith 2007). Most GTOs are not-for-profit and are often 
industry-based, specialising for example in construction or hospitality apprentices, but 
some are run as commercial operations. There are 180 GTOs in Australia and they 
receive government funding through the Joint Group Training Program scheme 
whereby funding is allocated primarily on the basis on numbers of apprenticeships 
and traineeships commenced and completed. A GTO, as the employer of the 
apprentice, also receives the normal government employment incentive. GTOs also 
receive payments from the host employers, but this is usually only just enough to 
cover the wages that GTOs pay to the apprentices. GTOs complain that the JGTP 
funding amount is insufficient to cover the large amount of activity they undertake; 
many employ specialised workers, for example, to handle welfare issues associated 
with their apprentices. JGTP funding is provided equally by federal and state 
governments, and around $20m a year flows to GTOs through JGTP (Hood et. al. 
2007).  
Australian Apprenticeship Centres (AACs) are newer than GTOs and were set 
up in the mid-1990s to increase the number of people entering apprenticeships. 
AACs market apprenticeships to potential employers and apprentices, manage the 
signing-up process, and make sure that appropriate employment and completion 
incentives are paid. They also make employers aware of special incentives that may 
be available for employing apprentices from disadvantaged groups eg indigenous or 
disabled people. AACs are also expected to have a role in making sure that the 
employer-apprentice relationship proceeds smoothly and to report any problems to 
the appropriate authority, normally the local office of the State Training Authority. 
AACs are contracted by DEST (and now the new federal government department) to 
provide these services, with contracts running for a two-year period. 
As well as these agencies, other agencies have some role in promoting 
apprenticeships. These are funded by either state or federal government and may 
also earn income through commercial activities. They include: 
• RTOs. They have an interest in employers recruiting apprentices, because 
they can then access user choice funding by providing the training for the 
apprentices. 
• Job network providers. These agencies provide an employment brokerage 
service (the former government employment service was privatised in the 
1990s). Often they place their clients in jobs that include a contract of training. 
• Industry skills councils (ISCs). There are ten national industry skills councils 
covering the range of Australian industry, and in some states there are state 
counterparts. An important part of their role is to promote apprenticeships and 
traineeships to industry because then there will be greater take-up of the 
Training Packages which ISCs oversee. 
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To confuse matters still further, any one organisation may be at one and the same 
time a GTO, an RTO, a Job Network provider and an AAC. This was the case, for 
example, in a rural organisation in Shepparton, Victoria, visited by the author as part 
of the Hood et. al. (2007) research study. 
From an employer’s and an apprentice’s viewpoint 
An employer may receive approaches from any or all of the above agencies, trying 
to persuade him or her to recruit apprentices or trainees. The agencies will each 
describe the benefits available by recruiting apprentices, although AACs are the only 
bodies that are officially authorised to explain available benefits (Smith et. al. in 
progress). RTOs will generally approach enterprises only when they are trying to ‘sell’ 
contracts of training for large numbers of workers; for example RTOs may provide 
enterprises with details of the financial benefits that accrue from employment 
incentives if new and even existing workers are placed onto traineeships (Smith et. 
al. 2005). Employers will also see newspaper and television advertisements 
promoting apprenticeships, placed both by the government department DEST (now 
DEEWoR) and by local GTOs. 
Would-be apprentices and their parents (if of an appropriate age) may receive 
advice from school (in the case of school-leavers), careers services, and employment 
service providers. They may also approach GTOs or may see vacancies in 
newspaper advertisements placed by GTOs. When an apprenticeship is gained, the 
AAC will manage the sign-up, but this may be the only involvement of the individual 
apprentice with the AAC. Should difficulties arise during the apprenticeship, the 
apprentice will seek assistance from the GTO if he/she is employed by a GTO, or 
from the State Training Authority’s local or State office. 
Functional and dysfunctional results of the crowded 
market 
The sheer number of agencies funded to market and maintain the apprenticeships 
system indicates the importance attached to contracts of training by the Australian 
government. Apprenticeships and traineeships are seen as very important both to 
expand the skills of Australian workers and the skill base of companies, and to 
provide secure employment particularly for young people. The numbers of agencies 
operating to this end mean that few employers or individuals are unaware of 
opportunities. They also ensure that if an employer or individual is unhappy with the 
advice or services received from an agency there is usually an alternative. Employers 
may lean heavily on the appropriate agency for advice and assistance. For example 
the author learned during the Hood et. al. (2007) project of a major state electricity 
supply company that had abandoned its apprentice program and relied on a GTO to 
rebuild the program until it had the corporate knowledge to stand on its own feet 
again. The federal and state governments rely on information from the different 
agencies to gain a good picture of the operation of apprenticeships. 
However there are some drawbacks. It is sometimes felt that employers become 
confused by the different approaches and are not sure which agencies have the 
ultimate authority. The executive office of the national AACs association mentioned 
this during an interview for the Smith et. al. (in progress) study. Moreover, because 
many agencies receive performance-based funding there is a perception that advice 
given to employers and to individuals may be biased. The agencies are naturally 
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concerned to maximise or at least maintain their income, or their contract with the 
government, and their interests may not necessarily coincide with those of the 
employer or the apprentice. Agencies often complain that others are encroaching on 
their territory. For example, GTOs complain that AACs’ role is expanding into areas 
that they traditionally used to service, for example counselling assistance and conflict 
management between employers and apprentices (Hood et. al. 2007).  
Where one organisation is funded to provide several functions, as in the 
Shepparton example, there is potential for conflict of interest. For example the Job 
Network section of the organisation would receive a payment should it place an 
unemployed client as a trainee with the GTO section of the organisation; the GTO 
section would receive an employment incentive, and could refer the trainee to the 
RTO section for his or her training, so that the RTO would receive the user choice 
funding. This way the organisation receives three slices of government funding, in 
addition to any extra payments should the client be, for example, indigenous. While 
there are formal processes in place to guard against conflict of interest, perceptions 
of unfairness persist. However from the client’s point of view, the Shepparton 
example may be very helpful; for a person of low self-esteem it may be attractive to 
have to deal only with one organisation, and may therefore lead to a good 
employment and training outcome. 
Conclusions 
This brief paper has provided an overview of the bodies and agencies that help 
Australian people to find apprenticeships and employers to find apprentices. The 
story of the past twenty years is one of heavy investment by governments in the 
apprenticeship system. It may be argued that the investment has been excessive for 
the outcomes achieved and that from a public policy point of view there is a lot of 
‘deadweight’ in the system. However the author’s extensive research with the 
agencies described and with employers and apprentices indicates that there is a 
great deal of goodwill among most of the players and that employers and apprentices 
alike benefit from the intervention and monitoring undertaken by the various 
agencies. But there is some lack of clarity among users of the system about the 
relative roles of the different players. It now remains to be seen whether the new 
Labor government will maintain the current system or will introduce radical changes. 
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